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■  ^^^^^SSi  Abraham  Lincoki's  \vritmgs  eloquently 
I  IK^IilB^B  reveal  the  deep  divisions  in  race,  poli- 
tics, morals  and  emotions  which  tore 
the  coimtry  apart  in  his  UfetUne.  Those 
words  have  provided  a  wealth  of  inspiration  for  illustrator 


Stephen  Alcorn.  The  dramatic  black  and  white  Unocuts  he 
created  for  Lincoln:  In  His  Own  Words  (Harcourt  Brace,  1993) 
UtcraUy  reflett  the  contrasts  which  characterized  that  period 
of  American  history,  with  portraits  as  graceful  and  Inviting 
as  an  antebeUum  garden  party  to 
searing  exposes  of  slavery's  degra- 
dation of  the  human  spirit.  The 
book,  a  collection  of  the  president's 
speeclies,  letters  and  other  writings, 
appealed  to  Alcorn  on  a  personal 
and  an  artistic  level.  In  his  illustra- 
tor's note  he  writes,  "I  saw  this  book 
as  a  rare  opportunity  to  give  expres- 
sion and  tangible  shape  to  the  mul- 
titude of  haimting  and  symbolic 

images  that  the  name  Abraham  Lincoln  has  conjured  up 
in  my  mind  for  as  long  as  I  can  remember."  ♦  Alcorn's  ren 
ditions  of  those  images  provide  immediate  insight  to  his 
interpretative  approach  to  subject  matter.  Rather  than  allow 
ing  the  text  to  dictate  the  illustrations,  Alcorn  suggested 
supplementing  contextual  images  with  portraits  of  Lin- 
coln's contemporaries  intermittently 
throughout  the  book.  This  nonlin- 
ear approach  was  welcomed  by  the 
publisher  and  author/editor  Milton 


Meltzer,  who  added  matching  biogra- 
phies of  Harriet  Beecher  Stowe, 
John  Brown,  Frederick  Douglass 
and  other  historical  figures  at  the 
end  of  the  book.  "Stephen  is  not  Uteral,"  says  Harcourt  Brace 
editor  Karen  Grove.  "With  these  Images,  he  adds  a  parallel 
storyline  to  Lincoln's  storyline."  This  example  shows  how 
Alcorn  allows  his  subconscious  to  compose  a  project  and  mold 


each  piece  he  creates:  the  dialogue  between  subject  matter 
and  subconscious  mind  results 


in  work  that  ranges  from  the  literal 
to  the  impressionistic.  O  Alcorn 
acknowledges  that  very  few  people 
associate  the  latter  style  with  rehef 
block  printing.  He  feels  this  book 
allowed  him  the  freedom  to  continue 
to  finesse  the  painterly  quality  he 
lends  to  a  relatively  restricting  and 
unforgiving  medium.  This  is  per- 
haps best  seen  in  the  book's  center 
spread,  which  depicts  the  crowd  at  Lincoln's  inauguration 
with  merely  a  suggestion  of  forms  and  faces— it  is  mostly  an 
abstract  svrirl  of  top  hats,  bonnets  and  beards.  Alcorn  drew 
the  piece  directly  on  a  block  of  Unoleum  ^vithout  using  a  ref- 
erence. "There's  a  sense  of  rhythm  and  motion  there  which 
is  very  much  an  homage  to  impressionism,"  Alcom  says. 
Ironically,  you  don't  see  relief  block 
printing  in  this  way.  I  continually  try  to 
strive  for  Impression,  not  detaU  and 
accuracy."  ^P  This  is  precisely  why 


^^ 


Alcorn,  age  35,  was  attracted  to  lino 
leum  rather  than  wood  when  he 
switched  to  relief  block  printing 
after  painting  for  msuiy  years.  Encour- 
aged to  tT)'  the  medixrm  by  his  fatlier,  the  late,  noted  iUustra 
tor  Jolin  Alcorn,  he  preferred  tlie  "fluidity"  of  linoleum  over 
wood  as  wcU  as  its  abUity  to  allow  him  to  be  as  spontaneous 
as  drawing  with  charcoal  or  pen  and  inlt.  For  this  reason 
he  rejects  tlie  notion  that  relief  block  printing  is  a  relatively 
primitive  art  form,  believing  that 
one  can  also  achieve  a  high  level 
of  sophistication  A-ith  it.  He  also 
enjoys  Its  element  of  surprise;  cre- 
ating the  first  print  &om  Unoleum , 
which  is  cut  baclnvards  and  in 
reverse,  is  much  hlce  developing  a 
set  of  prints  from  negatives.  "No 
one  knows  the  angst  of  prlntmak- 
ing,"  he  says.  ^  Although  he  has 
been  experimenting  with  color 
and  reduction  prints  for  five  years,  Alcorn  says  he  welcomed 
a  "healthy"  return  to  black  and  white  for  the  Lincoln  book 
(only  the  cover  and  title  pages  have  color).  "I  wanted  to  get  a 
sense  of  tension,  movement,  rhythm,  pattern  and  upheaval 
literally  by  the  abstract  signs  IVe  imbued  In  each  portrait,"  he 
says.  "The  contrast  between  black  and  white  is  an  appropri- 
ate means  of  expression  to  this  period." 
^fe  Beyond  the  technical  fiilflUment 
he  received  from  creating  the  book 
(and  continues  to  enjoy,  as  he  works 


on  a  follow-up  book  on  Frederick 
Douglass  for  HB's  Spring,  1995  cata- 
log) the  artist  enjoyed  its  emotional 
release.  He  discovered  his  sjanpafhics 
revealed  themselves  as  he  worked.  His  portrait  of  Stephen 
Douglas,  a  poUtlcal  opponent  of  Lincoln  and  a  slavery  sup- 
porter, is  a  "portrait  which  borders  on  the  caricature."  And  his 
print  of  a  slave  in  shackles  challenged  his  abUity  to  simultane- 
ously reveal  a  man's  oppression  while  conveying  his  strength 
and  indomitable  spirit.  0  The  piece 
is  a  plea  for  basic  human  Uberty,  the 
cornerstone  of  Lincoln's  beUefs  and 
writings.  In  an  1854  speech  present- 
ing the  moral  case  against  slavery 
Lincoln  said:  "Near  80  years  ago  we 
began  by  declaring  that  all  men  are 
created  equal;  but  now  from  that 
beginning  we  have  run  down  to  the 
other  declaration,  that  for  some  men 
to  enslave  others  is  a 'sacred  right  of 
self-government.'  These  principles  cannot  stand  together. 
They  are  as  opposite  as  God  and  Mammon;  and  whoever 
holds  to  the  one,  must  despise  the  other."  D  These  per- 
suasive words  and  other  excerpts  m  Lincoln:  In  His  Own  Words 
continue  to  resonate  with  meaning  today.  In  the  same  way, 
Alcorn's  dlustrations  succeed  in  bringing  form  to  Lincoln's 
words  while  also  appealing  to  c 
temporary  concerns  of  human 
rights  and  freedom— issues  which 
transcend  time,  place  and  borders. 
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ithout  a  doubt,  people  are 
passionate  about  books.  They 
carry  on  love  affairs  with  the 
written  word  at  their  favorite 
trysting  places— bookstores. 
Although  new  technological 
advances  are  transforming  the 
physical  nature  of  producing  the  printed  word,  bookstores 
are  still  cherished  by  many  people  who  prefer  to  hold  a  book 


instead  of  a  mouse  while  reading /a«e  Eyre.  Books  continue  to  be 
bouglit,  consumed  and  collected,  whether  they  are  the  newest 
Danielle  Steel  paperback  bought  at  the  supermarket  checkout,  or 
a  leather-bound  first  edition  found  in  an  antiquarian  bookstore. 
Here  are  a  handful  of  bookstores  which  are  as  beloved  to  their 
devotees  as  their  favorite  novels. 

There's  nothing  like  the  hometown  bookstore  for  a  place  of 
comfort.  Don  Ellegood,  director  of  the  University  of  Washington 
Press,  cites  Elliott  Bay  Books  as  one  of  his  two  favorite  bookstores 
in  the  world.  The  bookstore  fills  several  storefi-onts  in  Seattle's 
Pioneer  Square,  managing  at  once  to  be  both  gargantuan  yet  inti- 
mate. The  staff  is  knowledgeable;  and  a  coffee  bar  located  on  the 
lower  level  gives  patrons  the  chance  to  linger  over  a  cafe  latte  and 
their  new  book  among  the  homey  wooden  shelves  of  general  inter- 
est tides.  Elliott  Bay  has  become  a  fixture  on  the  book  promotion 
circuit  and  hosts  an  author  reading  nearly  ever>-  day  of  the  week. 


Ellegood  finds  it  informal  and  enjoyable;  its  atmosphere  is 
"heartwarming  to  any  author,  any  publisher,  anyivhere,  anytime." 
In  New  York  there's  Three  Lives  Bookstore  in  Greenwich 
Village.  There,  transplanted  Britisher  Michael  McLoughlin  of 
Thwaite  Productions,  a  firm  which  produces  audio  tours  for 
museum  exhibitions,  enjoys  the  old-fashioned  ambiance  of  this 
bookshop  owned  by  three  women  who  are  inveterate  readers. 
They  speciaHze  in  fiction,  from  the  classic  to  the  contemporary, 
and  all  are  eager  to  share  their  latest  finds  with  the  browser. 
McLoughlin,  a  collector  of  19th  century  first  editions,  loves  to 
wander  in  and  ask  any  one  of  the  owners  for  her  latest  recom- 
mendations. "I  read  mostly  19th  century  literature,  since  that's 
what  I  collect,  and  haven't  really  read  very  much  contemporary 
writing,"  says  McLoughlin.  "The  ladies  at  Three  Lives  are  very 
in  tune  with  what's  happening  now  It's  a  great  place  to  go  to  be 
stimulated.  I  can  always  find  a  new  writer  there.  I  remember 
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